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Singapore 
M. K. Teh 
People who have been to Singapore are usually amazed that such a small country can enjoy the economic growth it does and still manage 
to sustain a relatively high rate of employment. Being an island of ap-
proximately 690 square kilometres1 with no exploitable natural resources 
to achieve growth, Singapore has to rely essentially on "brainpower" to 
access the most lucrative global markets. Education is therefore a crucial 
concern for Singapore's leaders in the running of the country, because, 
alongside innovation, education is seen as a significant economy driver. 
Policies are thus initiated to nurture students in order that the nation 
has future leaders to meet the challenges of an increasingly service- and 
knowledge-based economy.2 In such a high-powered environment, where 
do students with disabilities fit, and what are the laws and policies gov-
erning their rights? 
Compulsory education was introduced in Singapore in January 2003, 
but it extends only to primary education.3 Moreover, unlike some jurisdic-
tions, where compulsory education extends to children with disabilities, 
section 4(1) of the Compulsory Education Act (Cap. 51, 2003) (the Act) 
exempts children who have any physical or intellectual disabilities from 
complying with its provisions.4 In other words, if parents of children with 
disabilities fail to send their children to school, there is nothing in legisla-
tion to compel them to do so. 
Article 23 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) states, in part, that in "recognizing the special needs of the disabled 
child ... the assistance extended ... shall be designed to ensure that the 
disabled child has effective access to and receives education ... in manner 
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conducive of the child's achieving the fullest possible social integration 
and individual development." 
Singapore's response to Article 23 of the CRC, and its approach to spe-
cial education, is that it is a shared responsibility of the community, the 
government, and families. The term Many Helping Hands is coined by 
the government to depict the approach that it takes in addressing disabil-
ity and special needs. Thus, this chapter gives a very unusual perspective 
on the "rights" of students with disabilities in Singapore since there are 
no legal rights as such. Instead, there are policies and initiatives to ensure 
that the educational needs of the students with disabilities in Singapore 
are not neglected. 
POLICIES 
Voluntary Welfare Organisations 
Since its people are the so-called natural resources of the country, Singa-
pore, in its early years of independence, concentrated on the education 
of mainstream learners with special education being left to volunteers. 
In the 1950s, special education services started with groups of volun-
teers founding various voluntary associations that offered educational 
services for children with different disabilities.5 For example, the Spastic 
Children's Association was founded in 1957, the Singapore Association 
for Retarded Children (SARC) in 1962 and the Singapore Association for 
the Educationally Subnormal (AESN) in 1976.6 SARC and AESN were 
subsequently changed to Movement for the Intellectually Disabled of Sin-
gapore (MINDS) and Association for Persons with Special Needs (APSN), 
respectively. These organisations manage the special education services, 
and they are known as Voluntary Welfare Organisations (VWOs). 
Funding of VWOs 
Special Education Schools, set up by VWOs and registered as private 
schools under the Education Act, are managed by voluntary School Man-
agement Committees.7 Until 1990} funding for these special education 
services was provided either by the National Council of Social Services 
(NCSS) solely, or jointly by NCSS and the Ministry of Community De-
velopment.9 However, since 1990 funding was effected on a 50-50 basis 
between the Ministry of Education (MOE) and the NCSS, since the VWOs 
were of the view that the MOE should bear some responsibility for special 
education in the country.10 
As the nation became more educated and knowledgeable, the society, 
systems and thinking about issues affecting lives, in particular, rights is-
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sues, underwent remarkable levels of change. "Our world has changed 
irrevocably ... Singaporeans are now better educated and rnore informed. 
Their desire to be involved is much stronger," commented the then Dep-
uty Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong at the Harvard Club's thirty-fifth 
anniversary dinner on 6 January 2004.11 It was therefore not surprising 
that pressure increased for the MOE to do more for children with spe-
cial needs. As such, policy changes occurred in the form of the MOE not 
only providing funding to special education (SPED) schools for recurrent 
expenditure but also providing capital funding for the construction and 
renovation of buildings for SPED schools.12 
Integration or Segregation 
In the late 1980s, the government commissioned an advisory council to 
look into the needs of the disabled in the country, with the Report of 
the Advisory Council published in November 1988. Among the Report's 
many recommendations was support for the integration of children with 
disabilities or with special needs in the mainstream system and that such 
"integration should fit the disabled child to the most suitable educational 
environment."13 However, in practice, since no legislation mandated 
the provision of special education in regular schools, the placement of 
special needs children depended very much on the regular schools' fa-
cilities, resources, and the needs of students. For example, students with 
physical disabilities will be enrolled in schools with ramps, lifts, and the 
like while students with moderate, severe, and profound disabilities are 
more likely to be enrolled in special schools. Students with milder forms 
of special needs are commonly integrated into the mainstream system; 
these include children with mild physical disabilities, visual and hearing 
impairment, autism and dyslexia.14 
Identification and Assessment 
When children with special needs in Singapore reach schooling age, there 
are no formal assessments for school and class placements. The identifi-
cation of children with special needs is thus left to teachers and Special 
Needs Officers (SNOs) in the mainstream primary and secondary schools 
where educators make referrals to the professionals if they identify chil-
dren who exhibit signs of learning difficulties. The assess1nent of children 
with special needs in mainstream schools is carried out by psychologists 
from the MOE or by clinicians in the Child Guidance Clinic at the Institute 
of Mental Health.15 SNOs were introduced in 2006 to provide support and 
intervention for pupils diagnosed with mild to moderate special needs 
such as dyslexia or autistic spectrum disorder. The SNOs provide individ-
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ual support for these pupils in normal classrooms in addition to training 
them in specific skills such as literacy or social skills in small groups.16 
The Many Helping Hands approach means that there is no special 
legislation to govern due process to reevaluate or contest referrals to spe-
cial schools. For example, in the past, students may have been referred 
to special schools for reasons such as short attention spans, behavioral 
problems, or emotional problems, and, as observed by Rao, 17 once these 
students are placed in the special education system, they have virtually 
no chance of returning to the mainstream system. Fortunately, with con-
tinuous pressure from parents and VWOs, growing media attention given 
to students with disabilities, and teachers becoming more knowledgeable 
in this area, instances of such haphazard referrals do not occur as often. 
Instead, there is a steady increase of children with special needs attending 
mainstream schools.18 
Government Initiatives 
From the speeches of Ministers and parliamentary debates, there is no 
indication of any intention to legislate or set any mandatory disability 
standards in the area of special education of persons with disabilities. 
However, there is a dear desire to provide continuous support and im-
proved educational opportunities for this group of people. 
Extensive research was carried out on the challenges faced by people 
with disabilities in Singapore by the Ministry of Community Develop-
ment, Youth and Sports (MCYS) in the early 2000s which culminated into 
a report (the 2005 Report), and it was found, inter alia, that there was an 
urgency to bring the standard of special education to the level of main-
stream education. The major areas highlighted were the qualifications of 
SPED teachers and the regulation of the running of SPED schools.19 In the 
same report, many recommendations were put forward to address these 
issues, including: 
• Providing funded training at the MOE and career advancement 
plans for SPED recruits; 
• Eliminating remuneration disparity between mainstream and SPED 
teachers; 
• Educating mainstream youths about the various disabilities so that 
they are equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to inter-
act, help and work with people with disabilities; 
• Having the MOE set the standard of education for SPED schools in 
addition to mainstream schools; 
• Requiring the MOE to take a more active role in structuring and leg-
islating SPED schools by ensuring minimum standards, extending 
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professional help to the VWOs, and assisting in the recruitment of 
SPED teachers; and 
• Including SPED children in Compulsory Attendance when the above 
recommendations are successfully implemented. 
Following the 2005 Report, a steering committee was set up to chart a 
five-year roadmap for the disabled community in Singapore. In February 
2007, the steering committee formulated recommendations to the govern-
ment under the Enabling Masterplan 2007-2011,2° with the main objective 
of helping people with disabilities to reach their full potential and to be-
come equal, integral and contributing members of society. The committee 
arrived at five key findings: 
• The government should take over the leadership of early interven-
tion and education of children with special needs rather than adopt-
ing an "arms-length approach" by working through the NCSS. 
• The need for clarity of options and education pathways available for 
children with special needs. There is no clear guidance of any post-
secondary education or employment options for these children. 
• The inconsistent quality of programmes and staff. For example, the 
special schools do not have shared frameworks for assessments, 
admissions, service delivery and curriculum; while in the main-
stream schools, the level of professional support and individual 
education and transition planning for special needs children var-
ies across schools. As pointed out by a Member of Parliament and 
supervisor of two special schools,21 all of the special schools are led 
by different charities, each with different vision, standards, and 
priorities depending on the charity and school leadership. Such 
inconsistencies in standards are not acceptable since they impact on 
the education of special needs children and, probably, employment 
opportunities. 
• The need to develop integration initiatives in the education of special 
needs children so that they can effectively transit into, and be better 
able to live and work independently in, mainstream society. 
• The visible efforts from the MOE special education department and 
the MCYS policy team in improving the education landscape for 
children with special needs since 2005. 
In relation to the final finding, this can be seen in the awards that MOE 
and NCSS have been giving out to recognize the contribution and impor-
tant role SPED schools and teachers play in the education of children with 
special needs. Since 2007, MOE-NCSS Special Education Awards have 
been received by special education teachers or schools for three categories 
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of achievement: The Outstanding SPED Teacher Award, the Innovative 
SPED Teacher Award, and the Innovation Award. The Innovation Award 
was established as an annual award to encourage SPED schools to pursue 
innovation and excellence. The Outstanding SPED Teacher Award rec-
ognizes teachers for their passion and commitment in teaching children 
with special needs. 
The disabled in society have traditionally been perceived to be those 
who are physically or visually handicapped or those with hearing impair-
ments and had special schools established to serve their needs. Yet, as the 
nation progresses and develops, there is a realisation that there are special 
needs such as autism, dyslexia, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Dis-
order which also have to be addressed, both in mainstream and special 
schools. The MOE has responded by implementing, since 2005, a Special 
Needs compulsory module for beginning teachers to ensure that all of 
those new to the profession have a basic understanding of the main types 
of learning disabilities in mainstream schools.22 Since this initiative, a core 
group of teachers trained at a certificate level or its equivalent in special 
needs is placed in each school to support students with special needs. 
In response to the recommendations under the Enabling Masterplan 
2007-201L the government made a commitment to address the following 
areas of improvement:23 
• Greater involvement in overseeing and supporting the management 
of SPED schools in areas such as leadership and learning outcomes. 
The MOE has begun this process by: 
1. working closely with the VWOs in charge of the SPED schools 
in connection with the appointment of SPED school principals 
and school supervisors. Apart from assessing the nominations for 
these key posts, MOE makes recommendations where necessary; 
2. engaging the SPED schools to develop targets for the learning 
outcomes of their students; and 
3. developing a quality assurance framework jointly with NCSS and 
carrying out management audits of SPED schools periodically to 
ensure the accountability of the SPED schools in terms of achiev-
ing learning outcomes. 
• Establishing a diverse range of educational opportunities. This can 
be achieved through training and recruiting more Special Needs 
Officers to support the schools; implementing more satellite SPED 
classes in mainstream partner schools;24 locating SPED schools next 
to mainstream schools to facilitate interaction; and enabling children 
with mild disabilities in SPED schools to access prevocational train-
ing. These prevocational courses will increase the chances of special 
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needs children contributing to the economy and becoming more 
independent in adulthood. 
• Providing more training and professional support for SPED schools. 
Mainstream teachers can be prepared to teach in SPED schools, and 
SPED schools will be invited to be involved in mainstream school 
cluster activities.25 
• Providing additional funding support for students in SPED schools. 
The current funding for students in SPED schools is up to four times 
the capitation grant for primary education. For students in SPED 
schools preparing for "O" or "N" levels26 curriculum or prevoca-
tional certification, the funding formula will instead be pegged to 
the capitation grant for mainstream secondary education, which 
amounts to an increase of about 38 percent. Further, students who 
can benefit from additional years of education to achieve their learn-
ing outcomes or who can benefit from prevocational and vocational 
skills training will be funded up to twenty-one years of age instead 
of eighteen. 
In March 2010, the MOE announced its intention to provide greater 
support for special education:27 
• By providing funding to SPED schools to establish school-based 
awards from 2011 with each school determining the number and 
quantum of the awards since the profile of SPED students and the 
type of curriculum offered across schools differ. Schools for the hear-
ing impaired could focus on the speech development of children 
while other schools might focus on the development of vocational 
skills or give awards based on pupils' contribution to school commu-
nities in areas such as leadership, exemplary behavior, and achieve-
ments in cocurricular activities or national events. 
• By increasing the Edusave28 Pupils Fund and Edusave Grant for spe-
cial needs students from January 2011. The former can be used by 
SPED students to pay for school fees and enrichment programmes 
while the latter will be given to SPED schools to fund enrichment 
programmes or purchase additional resources. 
• By introducing a highly structured reading programme to all SPED 
schools gradually. A successful pilot of "Reading Mastery, a Direct 
Instruction" reading programme in seven SPED schools in 2009 
showed significant gains in the students' reading skills. Other Direct 
Instruction programmes will be piloted to support the development 
of oral and writing skills as well. 
• By facilitating greater opportunities for integration between children 
from SPED and mainstream schools; for example, encouraging main-
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stream schools located near SPED schools to conduct joint social and 
learning activities and providing resources to support the conduct of 
satellite classes for SPED students in mainstream schools. 
• By ensuring that children with mild special needs in mainstream 
schools are well supported. In this regard, it is expected that by 2012, 
at least 10 percent of teaching staff in all primary and secondary 
schools are trained in special needs. 
An interesting development that took place in Singapore in late 2009 was 
the establishment of a SNTC Trusteeship Scheme. Under this scheme, a Spe-
cial Needs Trust Company (SNTC), which is non-profit-making, was set up 
to provide trust services for the benefit of persons with special needs. In or-
der to understand the significance of this initiative, one must be reminded 
that Singapore is resource deprived such that economic development relies 
heavily on active labour participation with public assistance reserved only 
for the extremely destitute with no family to provide support.29 
What Singapore has done, then, is to enhance the financial security and 
well-being of persons with special needs through the provision of a public 
trust service. Unlike private trusts, the SNTC is managed by the Public 
Trustee's Office, which means money placed there is guaranteed by the 
government, pays higher interest than banks, and charges a very low 
fixed administrative fee.30 This initiative and the government's increased 
involvement in the educational needs of children with disabilities confirm 
the government's policy and strategy to keep its people self-sufficient and 
not rely on welfare. In ensuring the children with special needs receive 
a quality education, one that maximises their potential, there is a greater 
possibility that they will be able to live independently, be gainfully em-
ployed, and contribute to the community. 
Another interesting development, announced on 10 March 2010, is the 
new Central Provident Fund (CPF)31 scheme called the Special Needs 
Savings Scheme (SNSS). The SNSS is aimed at encouraging parents to 
save up for the long-term care needs of their children with special needs 
who have difficulties supporting themselves. 
Under this scheme, parents can nominate their children with disabilities 
to draw fixed monthly payouts from their CPF savings when they are 
deceased until the savings are exhausted rather than paying it out as a 
lump sum to the beneficiaries. In order to be eligible for this scheme, 
both the nominating parents and persons with disability have to be 
Singaporeans or Singapore Permanent Residents at the time of nomination 
and the person with disability has to require assistance in at least one 
activity of daily living such as washing, dressing, feeding or toileting, 
or be attending a Special Education school.32 At the time of writing this 
chapter, this initiative has yet to be launched and the details finalized, but 
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one would expect that this scheme, when implemented, will complement 
the SNTC Trusteeship Scheme that is already in place and provide sup-
port and peace of mind to parents of children with special needs. 
MOVING FORWARD 
Years ago you would not see our special children in public. These days, I 
am very happy to see that the public is accepting our children. They seldom 
receive glares from the public. The parents too have helped by taking them 
out instead of hiding them at home.33 
This was the comment made by the founder of the Association for Per-
sons with Special Needs and reflects the shifting norms in society. Many 
schools that were previously called "so-and-so school for retarded chil-
dren" or "school for the deaf" or "school for the blind" have now been 
renamed "special schools." In addition, the government has recognized 
that the first six years of a child's life are very important, and hence has 
taken a commendable step of introducing a programme called the "Inte-
grated Child Care Programmes" for special needs children. Under this 
programme, funding is available to selected childcare centres (run by 
VWOs) that provide services for children with disabilities. 
One knows that providing education services for children with disabili-
ties is not without difficulties. In fact, research carried out in 2006 with 
teachers training in special needs revealed that many of them were con-
cerned about their lack of knowledge and skills to identify students with 
special needs in their classrooms.34 A common reason given by countries 
that fail to provide for children with special educational needs is the se-
verity of the disabilities along with the lack of facilities and trained staff. 
Certainly, for a long time, Singapore relied on Voluntary Welfare Or-
ganisations to take care of children with special needs under the Many 
Helping Hands approach. While this approach was necessary in the 
developing years of the country, the time has come where "better results 
will only be achieved when the right hands with the right expertise and 
commitment are deployed."35 Many would take the view that the En-
abling Masterplan 2007-2011 is a welcome initiative and that the govern-
ment needs to increase significantly its involvement in overseeing and 
supporting the management of SPED schools in areas such as leadership, 
learning outcomes and, in particular, the identification and assessment of 
special educational needs. 
Despite initiatives to integrate children with special needs into main-
stream schools and the steps taken to enhance their support, there has 
been no attempt to formalize this process into the education legislation 
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or at least to give clearer guidelines on placement and special educational 
provision. The government argues that, if compulsory education were 
to include education in SPED schools, the enforcement of compulsory 
education may be unduly harsh on the parents of children with special 
needs. However, some parents do not send their children to SPED schools 
because of the costs. This can be overcome by making education at SPED 
schools free for such children, just as education is free for children in 
the mainstream schools. The principal objective of introducing compul-
sory education is to ensure that each child is given the opportunity to 
maximise his or her potential. If children with special needs cannot attend 
mainstream schools, then they should be sent to a SPED school as part of 
the requirement of compulsory education. 
The introduction of this chapter noted that Singapore relied on the in-
tellectual capacity of its people as a significant economy driver. It then be-
came necessary for the country to provide special educational services for 
its exceptional, that is, gifted, members. In 1984, the Ministry of Education 
initiated the Gifted Education Programme (GEP) designed to enrich the 
intellectually gifted. A Gifted Education Branch was formed to identify 
students and teachers for the GEP, train the teachers, prepare the cur-
riculum and monitor its progress.36 Over the years, this programme has 
expanded significantly, benefiting many high-ability learners. With the 
government's rhetoric indicating that every Singaporean counts, and with 
Singapore being a progressive country, one would argue that the time has 
now come for the government to put equivalent, if not more, effort into 
the business of educating children with special needs. 
CONCLUSION 
Singapore's way of dealing with children with disabilities might, to some, 
seem discriminatory in that they are not extended the privilege of com-
pulsorily funded education in special schools. Yet, it must be recognized 
that special needs children may have to be treated differently in order 
for their educational experience to be positive and effective. In adopt-
ing the Many Helping Hands approach, one can arguably say that the 
government is placing more effort and time into providing sufficient and 
suitable educational services for children with disabilities, rather than de-
pleting time and resources to defend potential legal actions for unlawful 
discrimination, as seen in cases such as L v. Minister for Education for the 
State of Queensland (1995)37 or Daniels v. Attorney General (2002).38 
The government has recognized that not all children with disabilities 
will be able to attend ordinary schools. The Compulsory Education Act 
therefore exempts "any child who is unable to attend any national pri-
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mary school due to any physical or intellectual disability."39 While most 
parents will ensure some form of education for their children, some, for 
reasons other than costs, neglect to do so. Again, one way is to perhaps 
make special education compulsory. Special education could mean edu-
cation for children who, due to physical or mental disabilities or learning 
difficulties, require educational treatment beyond that normally obtained 
in mainstream schools. 
In many jurisdictions, an idealistic policy of the "inclusion" of chil-
dren with disabilities in mainstream schools is promoted. Cases have 
shown that such inclusion can sometimes create significant financial and 
educational strain on schools. For example, disruptive and uncooperative 
students with disabilities in mainstream classes will affect the learning 
of the rest of the students while increasing the resources of staffing and 
costly expert support.40 In a study of the inclusion policy and practice in 
England,41 the following conclusion was drawn: 
Learning to cope with diversity was a professional plus for teachers 
but only if there was a culture and support to allow teachers to realise the 
benefits. There were clearly social benefits for many pupils but only where 
conditions were right and where special needs did not create resistance and 
resentment. Parental satisfaction was rewarding too but only where special 
needs were such that they could be met adequately within the mainstream 
and teachers' efforts were appreciated.42 
The Singapore govermnent' s policy of placing children in special schools 
if they cannot be well educated in regular schools is probably sustainable 
and defensible. Yet, correctly pointed out in the Enabling Masterplanand by 
some academics,43 as more knowledge and information become available, 
the traditional community support for children with special needs must 
expand into more formal services and be supported by the government. 
The journey will not be an easy one as most Singaporeans have grown up 
in an enviromnent that segregates the disabled from the nondisabled. Still, 
it is a journey that will become easier as the nation °undergo[es] a journey 
of self-reflection; to 'deconstruct and reconstruct' their personal values and 
views on how they relate to and interact with others who are different,"44 
especially in the light of the recent developments and initiatives that have 
taken place for children with special needs in Singapore. 
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Special thanks are due to Ms. Denise Phua, Member of Parliament, President, 
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